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Abstract
In 2014, the Japanese Ministry of  Education, Culture, Sports, Science and 
Technology (MEXT) initiated a long-term plan of  implementing active learning in 
almost all classes conducted in Japan (Asanuma, 2015).  As a result, active learning 
was introduced to language classes to deal with the ‘three language lows’ that many 
language learners are facing as argued by Muller, et al, (2014), ‘low confidence’, ‘low 
motivation’, and ‘low abilities.’ Teachers, however, remain unclear of  what exactly 
active learning is, and how to implement this approach in their classes (Asanuma, 
2015).  This paper responds to this gap by clearly defining active learning and 
providing practical teaching implications in language classrooms.
Keywords:  Active Learning definition and teaching implications
What is active learning ?
　 It may be useful to first introduce a general definition of  active learning. 
Different researchers use the term active learning in different ways (Prince, 2004), 
which makes the definition quite broad (Brame, 2017; Paulson & Faust, 2017; 
Asanuma, 2015).  Coates (2008) defined active learning as “students’ efforts to 
actively construct their knowledge” (Coates, 2008, p. 11).  Bonwell (2017) and 
Prince (2004) argued that active learning may include any teaching method that 
actively involves students in the learning process to create ‘meaningful learning.’ 
Active leaning, therefore, can be simplified and conceptualized as anything that 
teachers allow students to do in the class other than just passively listening to them 
(Paulson & Faust, 2017; Keyser, 2000; Felder & Brent, 2009; Bonwell & Eison, 
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1991; Felder & Brent, 2009).
Active Learning Theoretical Basis
　 Active learning is derived from ‘constructivism’ (Waterloo, 2017; IGCSE, 
2015; Bull, 2009).  Constructivism has an old root that leads to Socrates when he 
asked his students to find answers to his questions as a way for them to realize the 
weakness of  their ideas (WNET, 2004).  
In other words, to gain knowledge according to constructivism, students should 
explore things, discuss, reflect, and build on what they have (Waterloo, 2017; 
IGCSE, 2015; WNET, 2004).  Constructivism, contrary to what some researchers 
believe, doesn’t limit the active role of  teachers and their well-established 
knowledge (WNET, 2004), but it is more about how to guide students to reach a 
higher level of  knowledge in a designed teaching atmosphere, rather than passively 
receiving the information (WNET, 2004).  According to Lev Vygotsky, one of  
the well-known social constructivists in the late eighteenth century, learners learn 
better and deeper with their teacher’s rich feedback, rather than by themselves 
(IGCSE, 2015).  Such feedback should always be consistent and persistent (Brown 
& Larson-Hall, 2012).  
　 Critical opinions of  constructivism.  Some researchers argue that 
constructivism may not work as we may think, as it is ‘elitist.’ It works better with 
children, especially those with great teachers, a rich environment, and a family 
atmosphere (IGCSE, 2015; WNET, 2004).  They also argue that constructivism 
may lead to ‘group thinking,’ in which few students’ voices may be heard as they 
would somehow be forced to agree with the group’s opinion (WNET, 2004). 
Moreover, the various qualitative ways of  assessing students’ development make 
it difficult to clearly measure the real development of  each student (IGCSE, 2015; 
WNET, 2004).
　 Benefits of  constructivism.  On the other hand, constructivism has many 
benefits.  Students will enjoy learning as they are involved in the learning process 
rather than being passive learners (WNET, 2004), which might also boost 
and maintain their attention and motivation.  According to WNET (2004), 
constructivism learning has no bounds.  Students can easily apply the skills they 
learned from a classroom to others, and from one subject to another.  Students 
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are likely to transfer the gained knowledge to their real life, as they own it through 
their exploration and investigation.  By involving reality in the classroom through 
authentic learning tasks and activities, students can better interact and understand 
their real world.  This should also create a ‘pragmatic competence,’ where students 
develop the ability to use the language in the right social situation (Brown & 
Larson-Hall, 2012).  Constructivism also develops students’ communication skills 
as they work in groups, exchange ideas, discuss, and negotiate to find answers 
to their questions.  Reaching the answer to one question will lead to even more 
questions (WNET, 2004).  Students should develop, not only the amount of  input, 
but most importantly its quality as a very important element, especially in acquiring 
a new language (Brown & Larson-Hall, 2012).  
Traditional Classroom vs Constructivist Classroom
WNET (2004, p. 2) has intensively summarized the differences between traditional 
classrooms and constructivism in the following table.
Table 1. Differences between traditional and constructivist classrooms (WNET, 2004, p. 2)
Traditional Classroom Constructivist Classroom
Curriculum begins with the parts of  the 
whole.  Emphasizes basic skills.
Curriculum emphasizes big concepts, 
beginning with the whole and expanding to 
include the parts.
Strict adherence to fixed curriculum is highly 
valued.
Pursuit of  student questions and interests is 
valued.
Materials are primarily textbooks and 
workbooks.
Materials include primary sources of  
material and manipulative materials.
Learning is based on repetition. Learning is interactive, building on what the 
student already knows.
Teachers disseminate information to 
s tudents ;  s tudents  are  rec ip ients  of  
knowledge.
Teachers have a dialogue with students, 
helping students construct their own 
knowledge.
Teacher’s role is directive,  rooted in 
authority.
Teacher’s role is interactive, rooted in 
negotiation.
Assessment is through testing, correct 
answers.
Assessment inc ludes s tudent  works, 
observations, and points of  view, as well as 
tests.  Process is as important as product.
Knowledge is seen as inert. Knowledge is  seen as dynamic,  ever 
changing with our experiences.
Students work primarily alone. Students work primarily in groups.
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From the previous table, we can see that through active learning, both student and 
teacher’s roles have been changed, with more strong leadership and confidence 
(IGCSE, 2015).  The students are no longer passive learners and the teachers are 
no longer the only source of  knowledge.  Teachers, however, are acting as guiders 
who ask ‘good questions’ that should lead the whole learning process (Waterloo, 
2017; IGCSE, 2015; WNET, 2004, Felder & Brent, 2009).  Teachers should use 
dialogue, discussion, and group work with more real-life situations in any active 
learning language class (IGCSE, 2015; Brown & Larson-Hall, 2012).  Teachers 
should also understand what their students already know, on an individual basis, so 
that this knowledge can be used to build on (IGCSE, 2015).  
Assessment, on the other hand, as one of  the biggest challenges for teachers to 
overcome, has been dramatically changed.  Testing is no longer the main goal for 
either students or teachers (Polesel, Dulfer, & Turnbull, 2012).  
Active Learning Activities
　 Several activities have been proven to provide more active learning (Brame, 
2017; CTE, 2017; Paulson & Faust, 2017).  Brame (2017) has introduced some 
active learning activities that can replace regular lectures, such as the ‘strip 
sequence’ activity, where students share and discuss the placing of  strips of  paper 
in the correct logical order; the ‘concept map’ activity, where students try to 
arrange several concepts into a map of  circles with clear connections between each 
concept/circle; and the ‘student-generated test questions’ activity, where students 
discuss and create questions for specific goals provided by the teacher.  
The Center for Teaching Excellence at the University of  Waterloo (CTE, 2017) 
introduced another set of  activities, such as the ‘one-minute reflection’ activity, 
where teachers give students one minute to reflect on their understanding; the 
‘structured debate’ activity, where teachers form two small groups of  students 
to represent two sides of  a debatable topic, and other students watch and take 
notes of  the discussion; and the ‘opinion line-up,’ where students stand in line 
according to their opinion on a scenario introduced by the teacher.  The teacher 
then matches the students with different opinions to discuss and share their 
perspectives.
The previous activities, although different, have emphasized the essential role of  
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pair/group work, as students always need to cooperate with each other.  University 
of  North Carolina (UNC, 2009) categorized active learning activities based on 
groups into:
―  Small groups: This includes pair work (2 students), or a ‘buzz group’ (5―
8 students), where students work together (think, write, and share) on an 
assigned activity.
―  Whole class involvement: This includes quick multiple-choice questions 
that might follow a short lecture to measure students’ understanding. 
Another example is debates, where the class is divided into two teams to 
discuss, find reasons, and then share or debate against each other, with two 
or three volunteer students summarizing.  
Active Learning Classroom
　 Harmin & Toth (2006) categorized students into four main categories.  ‘The 
fully active learners,’ those who are always ready to do more than required with 
great motivation and attitude; ‘the responsible students,’ those who do exactly 
what is required of  them with no more or less; ‘the halfhearted workers,’ those 
who are quite lazy and don’t finish all the assigned work, probably only half  of  it; 
and ‘the work avoiders,’ those who do little or nothing at all (diagram 1).
Diagram 1: Four types of  students as introduced by Harmin & Toth (2006)
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Each and every class naturally includes these four types of  students, and teachers 
should help all of  them through active learning.
To determine how active an active learning class is, the following Active Learning 
Checklist (table 2) has been created for teachers to use.  The checklist includes the 
most common important aspects of  active learning, as emphasized in the previous 
literature, into three main categories - teacher, students, and class materials.  
Table 2. Active Learning Checklist
Active Learning Checklist Yes No
I
(the teacher)
start the course by individual meetings with my students to find 
out what they know so I can build upon it.
use pair and group work activities in each class with sufficient 
amount of  discussions to achieve the assigned activity goals.
monitor and help my students to stay on track by asking 
researchable questions more than providing solid knowledge.
My students are ready to share, report, and make mistakes.
know that the main target of  education is to understand, not to 
memorize.




start with the main goals, ideas, and concepts.
boost students’ motivation, questions, and interests with lots of  
authentic life situations and materials.
include a variety of  resources with references.
handle learning as flexible, changeable, buildable knowledge, 
rather than solid, unbroken sets of  facts.
implement different assessment tools to measure the students’ 
efforts in class more than their memorizing capabilities, such 
as portfolios, observations, interviews, peer-assessments, self-
assessments, etc., with lots of  feedback.
Conclusion
This paper highlights both theoretical and practical aspects of  active leaning. 
The teaching implications provided, presented in a simple but dynamic checklist, 
should allow teachers to create their own active learning classes with confidence.
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